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Three Preeminent Collections of

HONG KONG Ancient Paintings and Calligraphies
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Geographical location and historical background combined to turn Hong Kong into a hub for paintings,
calligraphies and other artefacts in the middle of the 20th century. At the time, political turmoil triggered a
massive drain of artefacts into the territory, opening up a golden opportunity for local collectors, newly
arrived Mainlanders and overseas buyers to acquire rare treasures. It was during this period that Low
Chuk-tiew’s (1911 — 1993) Xubaizhai, Ho Iu-kwong’s (1907 —2006) Chih Lo Lou and Lee Jung-sen’s
(1915—2007) Bei Shan Tang, or together known as the three preeminent collections of Hong Kong, were
built up out of either a passion for painting and calligraphy or a self-imposed mission to preserve and

promote Chinese heritage.
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“Personally, T deem the Ming and Qing dynasties to be
teeming with talents such that great masters were plenteous
and their styles diversely distinctive.”

—— Low Chuck-tiew

Low Chuck-tiew named his studio Xubaizhai after a plaque in clerical script
reading “xu bar” by Yi Bingshou (1754 —1815) in his collection. The characters “xu”
and “bas” are condensed from the expression “xu shi sheng bar”, meaning “light
streams in only when a room is uncluttered”, which stresses the importance of
keeping one’s mind and heart uncluttered. On arriving in Hong Kong for work in
1949, he was alarmed that a large number of ancient Chinese artworks and
artefacts were straying into the territory or even being lost to foreign countries. To
keep them on home soil, he resolved to acquire canonical masterpieces from the
past the best he could. The Xubaizhai collection covers all the major Ming and
Qing schools, including the Wu School, the Songjiang School, the “Four Monks of
the Early Qing”, the Orthodox School and the “Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou”,
fully epitomising the development of the Chinese painting and calligraphy
traditions.
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Low Chuck-tiew was systematic and discriminating with collecting right from the start. He focused on the
Southern Lineage that the Ming painting icon Dong Qichang advocated to be the mainstay of the genre.
Dong Qichang’s album Landscapes and Calligraphy in Running Script on golden paper testifies to the painter’s
appropriation of the tradition for emulating the past. Vibrantly executed and contrastive in ink gradations,
the album embodies the ink manipulation and resonance emphasised by the Southern Lineage.

IARITEHS
Landscapes and Calligraphy in Running Script

FEHE (1555-1636) Dong Qichang (1555 -1636)

1610 1610

KEBSERAARTHEFRM CEE) Album of ten double leaves (selected), ink on paper or gold-flecked paper
£395x32[EK Each39.5x32cm

EHBMEEAERM Xubaizhai Collection, Hong Kong Museum of Art

75 S 7N
Illustrations for the Odes of Qi

Efz CERRA130-41170) () () Ma Hezhi (act. ca. 1130 - ca. 1170) (attri.) (painting)

REZR (1107 -1187; 1127 - M6 AL () (B) Emperor Gaozong of Song (1127 = 1187; 1. 1127 - 1162)
HEADAE (attri.) (calligraphy)

IKERBAEARRNFEM BK) ER) Not dated

262 x 65 XK Album of six leaves (mounted as a handscroll) (selected),
EBEMERE A B R ink and colour on silk

Each 26.2 x 65 cm
Xubaizhai Collection, Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Following the collapse of the Qing dynasty, some of the treasures in the imperial collection were trickling
out of the country. Seizing the golden opportunity presented by Hong Kong being a hub for important
artefacts back then, the visionary Low Chuck-tiew spared no effort to acquire such ancient paintings
and calligraphies. These artistic gems bear witness to the drain of imperial artefacts through Hong Kong
and the pivotal role that the city played in the collection and preservation of Chinese artefacts. Previously
kept in the forbidden palace for the exclusive enjoyment of the privileged few, these paintings and
calligraphic jewels used to be cherished properties of emperors. Instead of reserving them for his private
pleasure, Low Chuck-tiew donated them to a public institution to make possible public display of the once
imperial treasures.
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“I love collecting Chinese paintings and calligraphies but the
artist’s character is my first and foremost consideration.
However sophisticated a work may be, I would not include
it in my collection should the artist as a person leave a lot to
be desired.”

—— Ho Tu-kwong

Ho Tu-kwong named his studio “Chih Lo”, or “bliss”, to express the infinite
pleasure that one gains from appreciating ancient masterpieces and, more
importantly, from performing good deeds. In his view, through conserving them,
the moral values and personal integrity of ancient Chinese artists embedded in
them could inculcate posterity with moral and ethical values since righteousness
exuded from works by moral men from the past and that, when appreciating such
masterpieces, the viewer would be so much awed by the artists’ character that he
would seek to emulate them.
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Pines and Rock

A (1585-1646)
1634

TKBABAILE

173.5 x 48.2 [EK
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Huang Daozhou (1585 -1646)

1634

Hanging scroll, ink on silk

173.5x48.2cm

Chih Lo Lou Collection, Hong Kong Museum of Art
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The Chih Lo Lou Collection is richest in paintings and calligraphies of the late Ming and early Qing. Loyal
courtiers, filial sons, fearless martyrs and patriotic loyalists left their marks in history through their words,
deeds and artworks that radiate pride and integrity, earning great reverence from Ho Iu-kwong. One such
painter was Huang Daozhou. In Pines and Rock, Dao’s unflinching loyalty is mirrored by the soaring pine trees
that symbolize pride and hardiness. His loftiness and unyielding character are best summed up by his
inscription reading “harden not even when turned into stone”, an unequivocal revelation of his dignified
refusal to submit in the face of peril.
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“As a cultural institution, the Art Museum presents itself as
both inheritor and advocator of Chinese culture and art.
During my time as Chairman, I have seen the extent of the
Art Museum’s efforts in fully utilising its collection to attract
and inform both the University community and
the general public.”

—— Lee Jung-sen

Bei Shan Tang, literally “Hall of the North Mountain”, had formerly been the
residence of Jardine Matheson’s assistant manager that sat on the top of the
Lee Gardens Hill. In 1924, Lee Hysan (1879 —1928) lent it to the Beishan
Poetry Society, formerly Yugong Yi Poetry Society with an explicit allusion to
Yugong, literally “foolish old man”, who resolves to remove mountains in a
Chinese fable about persevering through adversity. Bei Shan Tang was later
adopted as a studio name by Lee Jung-sen, Hysan’s fourth son who was a lover
of Chinese culture, for building up a collection of Chinese art and artefacts that
was to become world-renowned.
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Ci-poem for Xu Lin in Running Script
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TR B AT

348 x 103 [EK
BEBPIIRE DB
ldilE=y--t

1978.0072

Wen Zhengming (1470 - 1559)

Not dated (1528 or after)

Hanging scroll, ink on paper

348 x103 cm

Collection of Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
Gift of Bei Shan Tang

1978.0072
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Lee Jung-sen had been a humble, low-key and perseverant man all his life. Both paintings and calligraphies
occupy an important place in his collection. Spanning across dynasties, especially the Ming and Qing
periods, the collection features leading masters. Some of the works are rare, if not the only extant one, of the
artist concerned. This masterpiece is of special significance to the Art Museum of The Chinese University
of Hong Kong since it was the first and the largest calligraphic donation from the Bei Shan Tang. The taste
and contribution of the Bei Shan Tang master it has come to epitomise is just as warming and invigorating
as a fine day in spring described in the first line of Wen Zhengming’s ci-poem.
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Pavilion against Distant Mountains
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1996.0488

Tao Xuan (act. 14th century)

1345

Hanging scroll, ink on paper

58 x31.7 cm

Collection of Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
Gift of Bei Shan Tang

1996.0488
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There are quite a number of rare or singleton pieces, some even by minor artists, among the paintings
and calligraphies in the Bei Shan Tang Collection, showing that Lee Jung-sen was guided not by the artist’s
fame but by his own interest and pursuit of knowledge in an attempt to fill in the gaps in Chinese art history.
Tao Xuan’s Pavilion against Distant Mountains, for instance, is the one and only extant work of the Yuan painter
and is tremendously valuable for understanding the composition and the subject of reclusion in Yuan
landscapes.
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Low Chuck-tiew, Ho Iu-kwong and Lee Jung-sen each devotedly built up a collection of utmost importance.
Holding true to their unshakable beliefs and wishing to benefit future generations, the three collectors

donated their prized properties to public institutions regardless of their monetary worth.

Low Chuck-tiew, well aware of the importance of preserving cultural heritage and of popularising traditional
Chinese art and culture, donated his entire collection to the Hong Kong Museum of Art in 1989. In 1985,
Ho Iu-kwong specially founded the Chih Lo Lou Art Promotion (Non-profit Making) Limited for promoting
and advancing traditional Chinese art and culture, an endeavour that has been ongoing since then, while
his family donated a total of 365 items of paintings and calligraphies to the Hong Kong Museum of Art
in 2018 and 2021. As the founder and long-term sponsor of the Art Museum as well as other institutions
around the world in the name of Bei Shan Tang, Lee Jung-sen donated in batches nearly 1,000 paintings and
calligraphies to the Art Museum since 1973, living up to his emulation of Yugong of the North Mountain
in safeguarding Chinese culture and contributing immensely to scholarship and education. The contribution
that these three altruistic collectors made to the perpetuation of Chinese art and culture is of immeasurable
importance.

Thanks to such generous gifts, previously exclusive gems are now available for public viewing, putting
the tiny city of Hong Kong on the world map of collecting and researching ancient Chinese paintings

and calligraphies.
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The Northern Song painter and theorist Mi Fu (1051 —1107) divided painting and calligraphy collectors into
poseurs and connoisseurs. While the poseurs possessed neither passion nor connoisseurship and collected out
of arty pretensions, the connoisseurs were passionate about painting and calligraphy, steeped in the history of
painting, calligraphy and culture, ready to research, remarkably discerning and might even be accomplished
painters and calligraphers. Connoisseurs down the ages have offered posterity with quite some sound advice.
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Establishing Authenticity
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From time to time, people would come to me with a scroll
for authentication. If by chance a masterpiece came my way,
I would note down in detail its provenance, brushwork,

dimensions, inscriptions and seals for my own delight.

— Gao Shiqi (1645 -1703)

Since ancient times, painting and calligraphic forgeries have emerged in multifarious guises, not to mention
the culturally endorsed imitative, ghost-painted or ghost-written works, rendering authentication a real
challenge. To establish the authenticity of a piece of work, connoisseurs have to scrutinise closely, conduct
in-depth research, verify the findings against the history of art and collecting and resort to state-of-the-art

technology.
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Focusing on Integrity
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The sublimity of painting and calligraphy consists in the artist’s
character. When the artist is virtuous, everybody prizes his art
and respects him even more for his character.

Song Nian (1861 - ?)

Connoisseurs often have specific collecting requirements and priorities to concur with their own values and
aesthetics. Instead of artistic merit alone, the artist’s character and sentiments have to be taken into account
when evaluating a painting or calligraphic work.
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Ho Iu-kwong, the Chih Lo Lou master, strongly believed that appreciating

masterpieces by moral men from the past would inspire viewers to emulate

their noble character. Thus, he made “artist before his art” his guiding

principle for collecting and dedicated himself to collecting such works.
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Sharing with Fellow Lovers
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Appreciating paintings is what scholar-officials do for pleasure.
Having the means to buy and the discernment to judge, they
would, when in the mood, show their collections to bosom
friends and vie with them to see whohas the better or rare

mzlsterpiecc

— Ke Jiusi (1298 —-1351)

In ancient China, the literati relished admiring paintings and calligraphies with friends at literary gatherings.
Today, in the course of collecting, collectors often mingled with fellow buyers, connoisseurs and even
painting-calligraphy virtuosos.
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Low Chuck-tiew, the Xubaizhai master, made friends with local and overseas
collectors and scholars in the course of collecting. He often invited his
friends to his studio, Xubaizhai, on the second floor of the Four Seas
Communications Bank Building on Bonham Strand West, Hong Kong

Island, to share his interest in and insights on painting and calligraphy.
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Dedicating Oneself to Perpetuating Culture
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The Guoyunlou Collection has served to entertain my parents

and will enrich my children’s learning for generations to come.

—— Gu Wenbin (1811 -1889)

The Qing collector Gu Wenbin once compared paintings and calligraphies in one’s collection to mists passing
before one’s eyes, meaning no collectors are destined to hold on to their collections for ever. In his words, a
collection belongs to the public and Guoyunlou is no more than its temporary custodian. An art collection is
therefore meant to be preserved for future generations rather than being privately enjoyed by any collector.
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Lee Jung-sen made long-lasting contribution by donating the collection that

he took years to amass to the Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong

(Ha

Kong, in order to not only conserve Chinese cultural heritage but also serve

the community and benefit academic research.
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Storing with Utmost Care
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The paper or silk of an ancient painting is very fragile. It is
prone to damage if the scroll is unrolled improperly. In
particular, wind and sunlight are best to be avoided. Don't
view a painting under a lamp lest it should be stained by
fallen ash or dripping wax. Wash your hands with clean water
before viewing a scroll after eating or drinking. Make sure

your nails do not scratch it during viewing.

— Wen Zhenheng (1586 —1645)

Considering the fragile materials of these paintings and calligraphies, the space and tools used for storage and
display must be spotless and appropriately chosen. Precautions must be taken to prevent damage caused by
climate conditions, dust, mold, pests or accident. Since ancient times, painting and calligraphic scrolls have
usually been kept in silk wrappers for extra protection and then stored in wooden cases. Before touching a
work of painting or calligraphy, clip your nails first. Handle it most gently and make sure your grip is just right
to avoid tearing the paper or the silk.
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